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ABSTRACT  
 
In Malawi, the new Biology curriculum draws from constructivist approaches. The Biology 
teaching syllabus emphasises the use of students’ experiences as a resource and the use of 
active student involvement strategies when teaching the curriculum to enhance conceptual 
understanding. However, inspection reports show that students are less actively involved in the 
lessons and the teachers rarely draw from their students’ prior experiences to enhance 
conceptual understanding.  
 
In this study, I investigated some factors affecting four teachers’ use of constructivist approaches 
when teaching the new biology curriculum in Malawi. Information was collected on the four 
teachers’ understandings of active student involvement in lessons and students’ experiences, 
the extent to which the four teachers involved students and built on students’ experiences to 
enable comprehension of science concepts in the Biology lessons and the factors that promoted/ 
hindered the use of these practices. Data was collected through lesson observations and 
interviews with teachers using an observation guide and an interview schedule respectively. 
Four Biology teachers, two from community secondary schools and two from conventional 
secondary schools were observed and interviewed.  
 
I found that all the four teachers understood students’ experiences as prior knowledge from 
previous school learning. The teachers understood active student involvement in relation to the 
type of schools they were teaching. For the teachers in community schools, involving students 
meant engaging them in group discussion while to the teachers in conventional schools it meant 
students doing experiments / practical work. Their teaching focused on giving information and 
little was done to develop students’ metacognitive abilities. According to the four teachers, 
pressure to cover the syllabus before the national examinations; lack of text books and 
laboratory equipment; lack of motivation among students; students’ backgrounds; and 
inadequate students’ fluency in the English language are some of the factors that affect their 
implementation of the constructivist approaches. Based on the lessons I observed, the teachers’ 
knowledge of subject matter and teachers’ understandings of the constructivism concept also 
affect the use of constructivist approaches when teaching Biology in Malawi.  
 
 
 
 iii
KEY WORDS 
 
Constructivism 
Students’ experiences 
Active student involvement 
Conceptual understanding 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 iv
 
 
 
 
 
 
 v
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
I would like to express my greatest appreciation to: 
 
Megan Doidge, my supervisor for her professional guidance that enabled me to complete this 
research report. She was patient and tireless throughout the research process. Thanks Meg! 
YEBO CHOMENE! 
 
NRF and Prof Marissa Rollnick through whom I accessed the NRF bursary which enabled me to 
conduct this research study.  
 
The head-teachers and the four teachers involved in this study for their willingness to participate. 
  
My husband Austin and my sons Austin Jnr & Athanasius for their understanding and support 
throughout the research process. I can not ask for a better family than you. Thank you very 
much. 
 
All colleagues, University of Witwatersrand Marang Centre staff and friends for your various 
contributions to the successful completion of my research report. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 vi
DEDICATION 
 
To my husband Dr Austin Mdolo, for turning my dreams into reality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 vii
TABLE OF CONTENTS                     PAGE 
 
Abstract           ii 
Key words           iii 
Declaration           iv 
Acknowledgement          v 
Dedication           vi 
Table of contents          vii 
List of tables           x 
List of figures           x 
 
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY     1   
       1.1 Introduction         1 
       1.2 The context of the study       2 
   1.2.1      The education system in Malawi      2 
   1.2.2       Curriculum change       5 
   1.2.3        The Biology teaching syllabus      6 
         1.2.3.1     Nature of activities promoted in the Biology teaching syllabus 7 
         1.2.3.2     Type of teaching and learning resources    7      
       1.3 The research problem       7 
       1.4 Aim of the study        8 
       1.5 Delineating the study        9 
       1.6 Importance of the study       9 
       1.7 Sequence of the research report      9 
 
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  11 
2.1 Introduction         11 
2.2 Theoretical framework       11 
2.3 The constructivist classroom practices     13 
2.3.1 Students’ prior experiences      14 
2.3.1.1 Eliciting students’ prior experiences     15 
2.3.1.2 Working with students’ prior experiences     15 
2.3.2 Student involvement       17 
2.4 Possible factors affecting the use of constructivist classroom practices 19 
 viii
2.4.1 Teacher’s understanding of the concept of constructivism  20 
2.4.2 Teachers’ knowledge of subject matter and experience  20 
2.4.3 Teaching and learning materials      21 
2.4.4 Language of instruction       22 
2.4.5 Cultural conflict        23 
2.4.6 Assessment styles       23 
2.4.7 Discipline         24 
2.5 Conclusion         24 
 
CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODS USED IN THE STUDY   25 
3.1 Overview of the chapter        25 
3.2 Research paradigm         26 
3.3 Research approach         28 
3.4 Sampling         29 
3.4.1 Main sample         29 
3.4.2 Pilot sample         30   
3.5 Research methods and instruments      31 
3.5.1 Observation        31 
3.5.2 Interviews        32 
3.6 Validity and reliability                                                                                    35 
3.6.1 Credibility                                                                                             35 
3.6.2 Content validity        35 
3.6.3 Piloting instruments        36 
3.6.4 Triangulation         36 
3.6.5 My stance in the research      36                    
3.7 Ethics          36 
3.8 Conclusion         38 
 
CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS, RESULTS AND DISCUSSION   39 
4.1 An overview of the chapter       39 
4.2 Data analysis         39 
4.3 Results and discussion       41 
4.3.1 Teachers’ understandings and practices with reference to students’  
 experiences and active student involvement                          42 
4.3.1.1 Students’  experiences       42 
 ix
4.3.1.2 Active student involvement      44 
4.3.2 The extent to which teachers actively involved students and used  
                                 their experiences for conceptual understanding in Biology             46 
4.3.3 Factors that affect the use of the constructivist approaches in  
teaching Biology in Malawi       55 
     4.4  Conclusion         63 
 
CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS    65 
5.1 Introduction          65 
5.2 Summary of findings         66 
5.2.1 The four Biology teachers’ understandings of the phrases students’ 
experiences and active student involvement      66 
5.2.2 The four Biology teachers’ use  of active student involvement strategies 
and students’ prior experiences to promote conceptual understanding in                        
Biology                     66                                                                                           
5.2.3 Factors that affect the use of the constructivist approaches by  
                   the four teachers when teaching Biology in Malawi                               68                                    
5.3 Research limitations                   69 
5.4 Reflections on the research process                 69 
5.5 Recommendations         70 
5.6 Suggestions for future research       71 
5.7 Conclusions         72 
 
REFERENCES          73 
 
APPENDICES          80 
      Appendix 1: Lesson observation guide        80 
      Appendix 2: Interview schedule        82 
      Appendix 3: Request for permission from Ministry of Education    83 
      Appendix 4: Information sheet for headteachers      85 
      Appendix 5: Information sheet for teachers      86 
      Appendix 6: Informed consent form for headteachers     87 
      Appendix 7: Informed consent form for teachers of Form 3 Biology (Observation) 88 
 x
      Appendix 8: Informed consent form for teachers of Form 3 Biology (interviews) 89 
      Appendix 9: Informed consent form for teachers of Form 3 Biology  
                         (Tape-recording)        90 
      Appendix 10: Ethics clearance        91  
 
     
 
 
  LIST OF TABLES 
 
Table 1: The research paradigm        27 
Table 2: Teachers’ profiles and their schools during data collection    30 
Table 3: Rationale for the interview schedule      33 
Table 4: Scheme of analysis for how the teachers worked with students’ ideas   40 
Table 5: Topics taught during data collection period      41 
Table 6: Four teachers’ understandings of students’ experiences    42 
Table 7: Four teachers’ understandings of active student involvement   45 
Table 8: How the four teachers worked with students’ ideas    47 
 
 
 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
Figure 1: Flow chart of the research design for the study       26 
Figure 2A: Monohybrid crosses up to F2 generation       51 
Figure 2B: Monohybrid crosses up to F2 generation       52 
 
